FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
to Lhasa sometimes used a trail that wound along there to the
south, over a ramification of the Kuen Lun, and through a
desert like the one we were crossing. Without water, wood or
grass, covered with salt, and flat, like an unused aerodrome,
it is certainly one of the most desolate regions in the world.
And yet antelopes lived there—I could see them bathing in
an arm of the lagoon—and wild asses—we used their
droppings for our fire every evening. The antelopes surveyed
us from a distance, as if astonished at the sight of animals
moving on foot yet not grazing.
The second evening, after a march of nine hours, we came
on a hole which other travellers must have dug and, scooping
further with the frying-pan, we found that enough sweet
water to make tea trickled through. But the animals were
restless, and Slalom, who looked like a living interrogation
mark, was not satisfied with his small ration of barley. He
had a charming trick of putting his head in at the tent-
opening when we were at supper, and that evening I saw him
crunching an antelope bone I had just thrown out.
On the third day we marched along by an immense salt
lake, the Ayak Kum Kul. Its waves, of a Mediterranean
blue, were a delight to eyes fatigued by the colourless
table-lands. On the edge of it we found a trickle of sweet
water rising in the hollow of a little patch of green grass. We
widened the hollow to make a drinking pool and watered
Slalom at it. As the water in the pool went lower he stretched
his neck so far that his legs were trembling. Then, several
times, he fell on to his knees in the effort to quench that
insatiable thirst.
Tokta Ahun went on foot, leading the camels. From a
distance, he looked as if he were wearing a dressing-gown.
Assa Khan sat, perched on his beast, taking no interest in
anything. The happy humour of our departure had dis-
appeared, for the camels were getting on badly. The oldest
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